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SETTLEI^ENT PATTERN OF SOr^E TRIBAL GROUPS OF THE 
NORTH-EAST - THE KHASIS AND CARDS OF FIEGHALAYA 


- Nalini Natarajan 

PART I; INTRODUCTION 

The United Nations Conference on Human Settlements 
(Vancouver 1976) stressed the need for a careful study of both 
tiny and big human settlements, based on the realisation that 
cultural, economic demographic, ecological, political and social 
factors uere to be vieued a^ a totality. 

In this paper, I have studied tuo rural shelter and 
settlement patterns (SSPs) of the matrilineal Khasis and Caros 
of fleghalaya. These form interesting universes for study owing 
to exposure to influences of new religions, secularisation, 
migration, recent urbanisation, technology and man-nature 
relationships. The village system forms the basis of the 
relatively isolated tribal regions of India, as of other regions 
The above two universes suggest conformity to two concepts - 
kinship and territory. The second, in addition, conforms to the 
concept of property. While conforming to a broad regional 
pattern, they also display some variety that can be linked to 
their ethos and social organisation. 

AIMS: 

This regional account of two SSPs studies the Khasi and 
Caro environment, shelter, settlement and culture as correlates 
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relating their SSPs to a historical dimension. The focus is 
three- folds 

(a) Functional-technical 

(b) Symbolic 

(c) Acculturatiue 

The study also attempts to trace the root cause of rural 
and urban crisis in these areas to a moral crisis, 

HYPOTHESISs 

The propositions that form the basis of this monograph 
are as follousS- 

Plan 's shelter and settlement are not only conditioned by 
the imperatives of his natural environment but also express his 
symbolic system or his culture. When change occurs at these tuo 
levels, the shelter and settlement uill also reflect this fact, 

flETHODOLOGY : 

Combination methodology uas used, and it included the 
follouingS 

1, Fiel d-data, 

2, Documentary sources, 

3, Questionnaires and schedules. 

4, Indepth intervieus, 

5, Participant observation. 



3 


EXISTING LITERAT URE; 

Six decades of thinking on : human settlernGnts have 
engendered studies and uieus of at least fifteen prominent 
intellectuals and leaders, 

■ ^ Gurdon, Nakane, Natar.ajan, Playfair, Burling and fiajurndar 
have made references to the ho.uses and v/illag.es of Khasis and 
Garos in their books, Houoyer, this, is the first specific study 
of their shelter and settl^ement typos from a thr.ee-fold pers- 
pective, ' ' 

PART ris KHA3I HILLS AND THE KHASIS ■ 

The Khasi Hills lie in a seismic region and the approxi- 
mate area is 5,904 square kilometers. The number of inhabited 

' ' *1 '» 

Khasi villages was 1839, Ten per cent of the Khasis live in 

five vrtan centers in the Khasi Hills, The Census of 1971 gives 

the following population figures: 

Persons flal es ' Femal es 

1971 3,52,000 1,75,000 1,77,000 ' '' 

The density per square kilometer in 1971 for the United 

Khasi Hills and Oaintia District uas 42 persons and the income 

^ . 

per capita uas Rs. 373 in 1900, The per capita income in 
Eiaghalaya at Rs, 327,00 is one of the lowest, far below Rs, 480’ 
to ensure a reasonable standard above the poverty line. Estimatio 
of price levels in Meghalaya, is Rs, 509. 

* Department of Economics and Statistics, Govt, of Assam, 
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NOMGKREFI lilLLrtGEt UNIVERSt I 

Nongkrem village (literally 'the v/illage of caves ') at 
an altitude of 5,760 fact has an approximate area of 7 square 

kilometers. It is a stable settlement (referred to by older 

villagers as at least 3 generations old) with about 500 houses.* 
Itlis at a distance of 15 kilomaters from Shillong, the State 
Capital and 4 kilometers from Smit, the nerveconteri Of Khasi 
culture uhsro the chief rssided since 1853, As an upland Khasi 
plateau village, -its culture forms a useful model for the inter- 
pretations of variations found elseuhere.^ It is named after 
'Ka Pah Syntieu'^a fairy, uhom the Khasi legend describes as the 
niece of the God Shillong seen by the village couherds, A man 
of the hylliemgnap clan enticed her and tended her till her 
marriage. He belonged to one of the _six original clans** who 
stabilised a village after becoming victors of the Oaintias, 

The site. was chosen primarily for, purposes of defence, I was 
told that the six kyntcits, early .administrative units of the 
village are named after these clans as uhom land uias .'bestoued 
in recognition of their .sorvicos. This might explain individual 
pattern of land ownership, in Nongkrem, ■ The annual harvest dance 
festival, named after the village and goat sacrifice wore held 
here, With shifting of the state headquarters to Smit in 1853, 

*a sketch of the village is enclosBd.(2:^^^QXure-l) , 

** flyllicmgnap , f-lylliem, Pda.h, Uarbah, Pongrup, Khyriem Plujat and 
Lyngdoh Nongkrem. 



Nongkrem functioned as a lyngodshipj a small er unit' and became 
hoo dpLic.rt ers of the hiqh priest* The present old lyngdoh has 
abdicated in favour of his popular young nopheu uho is dynamic, 
held in high esteem, and can speak english. An aduiser on the 
syiem's council, he is ex-officio secretary of the communal 
durbar. 

The lyngdoh’s traditional house is a smaller replica of 
the original house of the chief which earlier stood at ths same 
site. ■ ■ P erhaps , only this house functioned as a homestead.* This 
house, representing Khasi culture is a symbol of prestige to the 
Khasis and is maintained since 1897. Certain prescribed taboos 
have been observed in its construction. For instance iron has 
not been used" and entrance to the West has been avoi'.^iid. But, 
the house faces the north— east, overlooking the Khasi preference^-., 
for the north-east, 

unuxCE QF UiMIWERSE i 

-Nongkrem uas chosen for study as it is a stable settlement 
with a Khasi population, is a stronghold of Khasi culture inspite 
of exposure to Christian influences and is near the urban centre 
and state capital, Shillong.- • 

Some relevant chronological dates; 

1. Formation of the Khyrim Hima (state) 1853 

2. Creation of the now province of Assam with 

. Shillong as Capital 1874 

* a unit uhere food uas cooked in one kitchen for various 
families residing on tho site and shared by them. 
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3. 

Building of the ing-lyngdch (lyngdon’s) 
house in Nongkrem. 

1897 


4, 

Shillong bacamG the summer headquarters. 

1904 


5. 

-Propagation of literacy and medicine through 
■ ■ . :chri s ti an v ol un t a ry ' uc rk ers , 

1905 


:6.J- 

■ Sucrce.ssiVG. devastating, : fi.res destroying 
thatched houses. 

1,930 


7. 

Purchase of trucks 

1952- 

1,954 

8. 

Setting up of the Sixth schedule of the 
cpqstitution of India. ■ 

1953 



Use of public transport and ouaership by 
local people of private vehicles. 

1955 


10. 

Opening of centers like Red Cross, the 

Cultural Club, 

195 8- 

1959 

11. 

Building of the main village road by the 
Development Block and uater supply starting of 
the Development Block. 

1961 


1,2. 

Opening of the two parts of the 9th kyntoit 
occupied by the army after the Chinese aggres-, 
sien. 

1962 


13, 

Building of the road by the P.U.D, and the,, 
building of bridges. 

19,64-, 


14. 

Electrification and op ehing- o f- the^ ■■-•10th 
kyntoit, , ' . 

:..196'5'' 


15. 

Building of the neu Presbyterian Church after 
dismantling the first building and improvement 
of water supply scheme, 

1966 


16. 

Formation of sub-estate of Meg halaya* 

1970 

April 

17. 

Formation of Fieghalaya as a full-fl sdg ed 
state. 

1972 

Danuary 

18. 

Building of the road by the S.F.D.A. 

1976 




Physical fehtures of the k ha si ullage; 

' -Nongterem, a riueri’ac village uith cavesy has a jungle of 
bamoeo ang timber and little open space uhere paddy is groun. 
Springs and small rivulets inteBect it. ,:,.A group of or eot and 
flat memprlal. stones, considered sacred are a. prominent feature 
of its landscape. A decade ago, when the road uas extended, a 
group of these stones to the left necessitated a turning in the 
alignment of this extension to the right, .The approximate 


division of the 7 s 

quar G 

kilometers 

is as followsJ 

' Re.sid 0 ntial 

area 

« 

2 sq, kms. 

Rocky area 


•» 

♦ 

1 s q. km* 

Forests 


* 

« 

1.5 s q, kms. 

■iuj Agrri cultural 

land 

« 

• 

3,5 s q, kmse 


(Land on slopes and cultivated between the rocks) 
r A ridge marks one of the five entrances to ,the ■ villag o. 

The aoodos of 9 village deities are considerod sacred although 
their worship i^"' loss frequent. The younger generation knows 
little about them. One deity, propitiated in times of war and 
disease, was worshipped last in 1901 when the^ nobles rebelled 
against their chief, 

SETTLEf'lENT PATTERN OF NONGKREM; • 

A description of the 10 kyntoits would help in the study 
of the SSP of Nongkrem. This includes the central place of 
growth, the elite area, the” village outskirts, places of rural 
corporate life, the first non-tribal and intra~tribal influence 
on the village architecture, the impact of urbanisation, migration. 



industralisation and the. use of technology, 

- . The first kyntoitj Ringikseh is situatad in tha earlier 

mark et-placo, opposite the main road uhers s feu shops stand at 

present,; Six of its 95 houses have a dpieh i.e, a separate 

cooking place for soma mombors of the family. This indicates 

congastiens as otheruiso tho families could have lived in 

■ independent units. This is a new feature in the area where the 

landJman ratio is favodrable. In this kyntoit the prestigious 

Nongkrem ..dancG .was held, h by-path, 100 yards distant, loads to 

the house of a young leador, the lyngdoh, an orthodox-non 

Christian Khasi, a doscendant of the original lyngdoh. (ayntri) 

clan, the head of the commune and an ox-officio momber of tho 

village council. This house is built on a plot of land inherited 

by his uifo, an orthodox Khasi whoso parents and siblings were 

Christians, Along with the house of the wJfcs mother which is 

an the adjoining plot of the land; the house of his mother-in- 

law's 'sister on another side, again an adjoining, unit of the 

land; the hous.e of the lyngdoh’s. wife forms an interesting unit 

» ■ 

of study, . . . 

West ' 



H - House fiS - Mother’s Sister 

GAG - Ground and First , 
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■ HI uaa built 50 years before, H2 40 .years 'before and H3 

*3 before. Its entrance faced the- east^ the use of 

tin uas sparing, Uindous were feu and the earlisr thatched roof 
uas, replaced by corrugated Iron sheets. , It u'as' occupied by the 
lyngdohrs rrrother—in-lau, a Christian and the Christian family^ 
The lyngdoh’s mo'the'r had inherited land from the family on the 
principle of female ultimogeniture of the Khasis* ' M2, built 
40 y ears: later, had* tuo storey sd, , the :ground*-floor was extended, 
it faced- the tiest and tin and corrugated iron sheet *s were usede 
The functional' aspect had shaped its, construction, ' Familism had 
shaped the ' thinking of this duelling... an d the lady ' uidhed to 
bestou - it .On her ' young ast daughter, ,, H3 uas built in the center 
OH 'S plot of land allotted to the lyng doh *s uife, an orthodox 
Khasii - In its construction, the symbolic, aesthetic and 
functional, perspectiv/e had shaped the thinVlrg., This ground- 
storeyed cement- concrete structure f-iced the east, beautiful 
flouers adorved the entrance an d uegetablas >^'ere cultivated in 
the back-yard. The leader uas popular and paid only for iron 
rods and the glass as the villagers contributed the labour- 
Sand and gravel like other commodities uere non-taxable. The 
building of a house and harvesting uere corporate activities to 
the oarlyr Khasis, The insistence on cash uages has occurred in 
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the last 15 years. The inmates of the three units mixed freely 
and inter-dined. Thus, this unit functioned many .times as a 
homestead* 

Of the 45 houses in the second kyntoit which .adjoins . ;t he- 
first, 5 houses have a dpxeh and there are 3 water tanks. There 
are 3 schools and a High School Hostel. Besides residences, this 
kyntoit has 7 roligious and educational institutions,- and there 
is a cooperative society selling honey. These later institutions, 
indicate growth of the village and formal cooperative activity in 
the sectors of education, trade and religion. 

The third kyntoit near the road had 65 houses with 3 
dpiohs, A new commodious Presbyterian Ch.urch built after 
dismantling of' the first church in 1900 stands on the main road. 
Simple in construction like the Unitarian Church, the new Church 
reflefts the influence of the Cathedrals of London. Another^ : . 
building functioned both -as a school and a cultural club, 

■ In kyntoit 4 "stands the lyngdoh’s house inherited by him 
from his maternal uncle who abdicated in favour of him. This 
age-old Khasi house modelled on the house of the chief, is. 
symbolic of the early prestige of Nongkrem, before the chief 
shifted his headquarters to 3mit. It had a raised platform and 
a thatched roof and no iron was used as the Khasis forbade the 
use. Like the house of the lyngdoh's mother-in-law, -this house 
also functioned lika o homestead. It housed a 4-generation depth 
family and f-amilies offering help lived in smaller adjacent units. 
The hearth was common and there was mobility between members 



of the Unit, Surprisingly, this house faces the north and is 
symbolic; of the earlier prestige of Mongkrem as 'tho seat of ■' 

Hima end a place uhare docisions were taken regarding the edt- 
porate and other aspects of ' village life. This village council 
virtually functioned’ fiom this house and cultural and social 
meetings are also held there. In this house stays the lyngidohs 
mother, her husband, the heiress and other children! ' The un- 
married -heiress past the middle— age built her own hoiise Uith'her 
earnings on a small plot of land inherited by her. But she stays 
primarily uith the mother and dines there. In this kyntoit stands 
new Unitarian Church built around 1936—1937 after the first 
building uas dismantled in 1900. The approac'h road built by the 
'S. F.D. A, in' 1977 starts from the market place" in kyntoit Nongkyn- 
dong. ' ' d" ' ■ ^ f' 

Kyntoits 1-4 are affluent, Ky ntoits 5— 10 ' are 1 ess affluent, 
in kyntoit no, 5 parallel to the' main road, ' 'on th e eastern side 
of the rivulet, there are 5 dpiehs in the 65" families. There' - 
is no u/ater tank. The earlier Roman Catholic Church uas dismantled 
around '1945, A bigger •hurch built in 1960 has been influenced by 
Italian architecture. An approach road from the main road to the 
kyntoit reaching out to the fi'elds uas built by the C.'D. Bl'o’ck 
officials in 1961. It’s primary benefits uent to the agricul- 
turists-,. Kyntoit 6 has 4 families uith 3 or 4 dpiehs of the 
5 entrances to the village, the fifth one runs through kyntoits 
number 6 and 7, Kyn'toit 7 a'djoining 6 'an d 7 kyntoit 7, adjoining 
3 and 6 is further auay' "from the main road’ a'hd has a* sc'Hoo'i run 
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by Presbyterians. Approach road number 3 leading to swit runs 
through this kyntoit to the 6th one. There is also a Louer 
Primary School run by the Presbyterians, 

In the 120 families at kyntoit 7, there are 6 dpiehs*. this 
kyntoit is partly poor and partly rich, reflecting both stagnation 
and growth. Presbyterians run one C. P» School and' Catholics the 
other. In kyntoit no. 8, there is a *L.P. School and a road built 
by the S.-F.D.A. there are 35 houses . ' with one or two dpiehs and 
one uater tank. The two parts of kyntoit 9 are on the same society 
of the road and are not adjacent. Army personnel occupy nearly 
200 houses in this kyntoit opened after the Chinese aggression 
of 1962 and meant primarily for the' army personnel. The opening 
of kyntoit 10 was mainly because of congestion, particularly in 
the 1st kyntoit. In 1977, the Catholics built Homes for' the' 

Aged at the entrance to the uillage for very poor families,* This 
kyntoit had a Soil conservation office, one District Council 
check-gate, one forest check-gate and two gedoun of cooperative 
societies '( Farmer Multi-purpose Cooperative Society), The 
opening of this kyntoit has led to the reduction of ’dpeih * ■ which 
partly necessitated its opening* Residents of Nongkrem working 
or having dealings in Shillong have either migrated or commute 
there daily. 

Thus, Nongkrem has a i^ural contour delineating' influences 

of modern ideas regarding housing,, agriculture, economy land 

education.- Yet clan exogamy, tribal endogamy and female ultimo- 
geniture 'daminate the social organisation,' affecting both the 
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locaticn an d;; pattern , o'f- Clan exogarny results in the 

. constructinn Q f a house’ in 'a di'ffereht location and tho pattern 
and .3x^28 0 f; housing .may ■ bo in fl uen Cod by the views of the youngest 
daughter, an heiress,.' :"'^ 

TEC.HN0L0GIChL INPROiEflSNI;- , 

;The village has 6 cement concrete^ and 7 wooden, bridges, 
Oneimain road, new extended, leads to the village which stops 
at ;the market place. Three agencies dealt wit h . buildings of 
roads in the' village "viz, the' C, D. Block, the 3,F. D.A, and the 
P«IJ,D. Improvement of ■ommunication has led to a decline in; the 
number of migrants' from Nongkrem. Uater supply is by tanks, 
taps and. rubber houses, The villag e is partly el ectri fi ed, an d 
.does not accsp.t the ndrfn' of the small family, . For the past, 15 
.years, ■ 50 or 60 births'-l'ri'^reported every year, 8 or 10 deaths 
•ijete.reported to occur ev-ery year, 

PR.ESENT:.\/ILLAGE .EC0N0iW ; Q-- ' - - ■ - ■ : r 

■■ . .: Agriculture is the primary occupation of nearly 80 /b, • , 
of the 500 houses of this stable settlement, Paddy is grown i’ 
for human consumption and for purposes of fodder. Improved 
agriculture practices and the shift from a subsistent .barter 
to a monetised' surplus,' progressive and expanding with a. cash- 
crop insistence have resulted in affluence for some wealthy, 
educated and progressivb families, ^ Livestock also fetches cash. 



This affluence has added an aesthetic dimension to the shelter 
and Settlement concept* . ts v/isibility is noticeabl-s, in 
buildings and their horizontal and vertical expanpion*: - Besi des 
new styles, thdre is also the use of neu building materials. The 
affluent number nearly 15%, the non-poor constitute 80% and 5% 
are poor. Nearly 3 per cant do not oun houses. Their poverty 
may be attributed to poor health, extravagance or alcoholic 
addiction. The corollaries are illiteracy, ignorance, lack of 
aspirations and motivation. In Nongkrem, sand and gravel as natu- 
ral resources are free commodities and are used increasingly in 
the construction of houses., roads and bridges etc, 

EARLY KHA5I HOUSES. rilTUALB AND CER^ONlE'sr ' 

At present, one hardly sees a small thatched house on 
sttlt.Sj,,.or tho old type KhaSi"house uith the shape of an inverted 
‘U,* Bamboo, reeds, dry grass, mud etonos and grass for thatching 
were used. The floor was of stone blocks or tamped earth and 
each house had tuo main apartmonts. Implements uere kept in 
one part and the other used as shelter for pct»ltry,- The village ■ 
chief requested every one, rich and poor a like to join in the 
building o.f the house. The building site uas not considered ideal 
if tuo or three roads met at the spot.^ "J'he erection of 
memorial stones for the departed uas the usual practice. 

There uere ceremonies for selecting the site before the 
commencement of t tie. building and the 'final occupation of the , hpus e. 
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The ' family gat hered round the hearth, in the centre o, if. the 
room relaxing late in the .eyaning ower songs and stories near 
the fire and drinks and meals uero sorved.^ ^ ^ . 

CHANGE- IN THE CONCEPT OF. SHELTER AND SETTLEMENT ; ^ 

The change in the concept of. Khasi-SSP is- presented 
■helou from three porspectiyes. ■ ■ 

.(.g). Functional .Technical ^ 

■■ At present ho Using is for 35 clans in place of the ... 
original 6. 50Q houdGS accomodate a population of n early . 3, 500 

of .which 3 are hon~Khasi, Presbyterians came to the village a. 
century-. beC-o re, the Unitarians followed 50 years later and the 
CatholicSr came 39 years before. A few revivalists came 18 years 
before: and a feu followers of the Turoi Gospel or Church of God 
came 6 years ago. Besides female ultimogeniture and clan exagamy, 
a modern asp ect of social structure is independent units of 
shelter. Every new couple has its own independent establishment 
and teenagers from well-to-do familifes expect independent rooms 
for thorns dives, 

Most. K.hasi houses today have the hearth at one side of the 
room near the fireplace. In houses of the lass affluent, space 
is allotted for each type’df uork as cooking and of food and . 
washing of utensils--* Animals and poultry were kept below the 
house or, huddled in a, smal-Ter unit nearby. In the bigger houses,- 
rooms are allotted:' .'for ''edch’ house job. 
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Nearly 50 years ago, a room or too uere built above the 
first floor using uooden planks, mainly for the purposes 'of 
living in tu/o houses, A decade later, one or tuo houses used 
vertical space. At present, there are nearly eight such houses. 
The increasing vertical space reflects a meeting point of the 
functional-technical, symbolic and accul turative processes,"' 

These' neu cement concrete buildings have more doors and uindous, 
Flany houses have bamboo gates, -liiood and iron rods are also 
used. The space around is utilised more aesthetically by planting 
of flouers, Vegetables are grown , in the kitchen garden. These 
modern houses are neat,* beautiful and functional, . . 

Since the past 50 years there is . a decline in the practice 
of erecting memorial stones for the dead and also of resting 
stones for travellers, A memorial column with an elaborate 
floral cement ring crouing. it stands at the entrance of a 40 
year old house. In another house stands a pink cement-concrete 
round end square memorial tone built 5 y ars ago for a maternal 
uncle in the ancestral house of his sister by a Christian 
divorces deparated 40 years after marriage upon his return to 
the mother’s ancestral house. 

Among the functional-technical changes, the adding in a 
feu houses of a bathroom, or a dry pit-la-trine may be mentioned. 
Facilities for elementary sewage are non-existent whereas the 
interior, of the house is decorated with picture- frames, curtains 
and furniture and there are laced curtains for the doors and 
windows. The neu additions are gates of wood, iron, cement 
concrete or steps. 
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Electrification, uater supply and improved communication 
haUB changed the antirs face of the village uitHin a docado* 

There is an increase in vertical and horizorital mobility among 
the villagers and urban migration has been chocked for five years. 

(b) Symbolic 

Subtle changes in the SSP are manifestations of the economy 

rBcoiving an impetus,; Cement and concrete houses ara preferred 

and use of iron is unr'estjicated, . Iron was also used for uater 
pip es. ' . ' - ' ' ^ i-'' . 

I learnt’ that thprs uas an increase in the annuai rate of 
conversion. But in Nongkrsm, as stated earlier, the basic social 
structure "and fomalG inheritance uere almost unaffected, ' Rituals 
and ceremonies associated with selection of- the'-village and 
housing sites, its protection and ’uell-being declined. Instances 
are danping, harvest festivals, uorship of deities and 'divination 
for determining auspiciousness of the sita. Such changes herald 
a new era and rationale in thinking. The belief that a 
triangular site uas considered Unlucky uas not known to.'many 
Khasis. ' ' ■ ■ •- ^ 

Houever, certain rituals uere continued everu by some 
Christian Khasis. It gave them a sense of belonging# The 
practice of burning charcoal and putting rice on these live piocos 
of coal are instances in point. Live charcoals were believed to 
drive' the devils auay and rice symbclrsod prosperity for the 
occupants, When the beams of 'the hoi^ e oh top uero in position 
for the rood to be assembled, theto u'as feasting for the helpers 
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irid i?o'r ttie entire villaga if possible.' The shortest man had 
to jump for "S' fish tied to the door with a string. 

• 'A new symbolic perspective is the naming of houses. The 
lyng doh 's house called ’Umlang ’ after his native village, reflects 
retention of his ties to it, - ■ - ' ‘ 

(c) Acculturative S 

'Tnfluences of Christianity, urbanisation, industralisation, 
education, and the impact of C.D. Schemes are visible in the , 
building of churches, a neui concept of housing rendered possible 
by a neu ideology and neu resources, an expanding, progressive 
and mbnetise'd feconomy that binds the village increasingly to the 
urban Centre, increasing use of modern transport, better 
communication by uay of roads and bridges and progressive 
agriculture. When a cement concrete house has Christian 
occupants, uses iron and faces the east, the shelter reflects 
acculturative processes. The sacular concept reflects itself 
only to the extent of tolerance of ovher religions, Uith 
inter-marriage and inter-dining betueen orthodox and Christian 
Khasis, the SSP acquires a new aesthetic dimension. Sophisti- 
cation is known increasingly to all villagers. Leisure is . 
important and youngesters jealously guard their skipping ground, 
Neu structures at the entrance to the village, construction of 
neu huts near recent fields opened to agriculture, or jungles 
opened to industry and cultivation testify to the growth of the 
village in' the outskirts. 
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Nearly 6% of the population of Nongkrem consists of 
students * [graduates and other college students are 

influenced by modern ideas of architecture. These youngsters 
are also responsible for increase in the number of corporate 
v/illage institutions e.g, clubs and youth centers and activities 
such as arranging meetings and cultural programmes, the cleaning 
of roads, and beautification of the village. 

PART III? GARO HILLS AND THE GAROS 

The Garo Hills district of fleghalaya at the uestsrn- end 
of the Shillong Plateau has an approximate area of 8,084 square 
kilometers and 2,338 number of inhabited villages.. There is 
1 urban center and the percentage of the urban to the- total ■ 
population is 3.81, The Census of 1971 gives the fcllouing 
population figures. 

Persons ' Nal es . Females 

1971 406.615 208.488 , ; 198. 117 

The district average of the density of population per square 
kilometer was 50 persons and the decennial population grouth 
rate was 32, 35 as against the population rato of fleghalaya 
which is 31.50. 

RENGSANGGRI UILLAGE? UNIUERSE 2 

Rengsanggri village named after a rivulet Rangsang uhich 
intersects, it faces the north-east, The , entran.co is at an 
attitude of approximately 1,1Q0 fest and' the range ;of peaks 



forming a back-drop rises to about 1,300 feet. It could be 
described as a submantane village lying 16 kilometers to the north 
of Tura, Burling urote in .1963 that villagers of Rengsanggri 
■made, regular trips to the Tura market. He further urote that 

■village had 60 households and uas therefore about as big as a 

n . 8 

village ever becomes,' In 1971, the village had 72 households. 

Its population merged uith nearby villages uas reported to 

number 332, The village is 'the center of Garo Christian 

activities today',® An all-ueathsr road runs through the village, 

dividing it into tuo portions. - ... 

■ , former 

Rdngsanggri is near the^mportant cotton mark et centre 

of Rongram, It belongs to the same village cluster as 4 other 

viilag es uhich are generally uithin the usual radius of marriage 

ties. As neighbouring villages, they may be considered related 

and one village may be believed to be the original viilag'e from 

which ,thp founders of the ether .’daughter' villages moved. 

fiy informants told me that the village uas formed 
primarily for the purposes o f agri culture , aa d the ■ ' 

many rivulets and jungle must have suited the purpose 
admirably. The Nokma belonged to the Sangma lineage. Burling 
mentions 4 marriage typos, According to the; rules of Garo 
exogamy, matri-local residence and preferential mating, the 
SSP isdiaped by the resident matrilinoal families 'in Ren'gsahggri 
who are either Haraks or Sangmas and call themselves flatabeng s, 

* Songmaggri, Atsimagri, Wokuatgri and.' Asbnanggri. . 
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a local subdivision of Garos« Property, primarily in the form 
of land over u/hich a shelter uas constructed for a now couplo 
uaa inherited through fomales-. Thus,; Rtjngsanggri conforms not ’ 
only to the 'concept of kinship and territory but also to that 
of property* With an approximate - area of 40 square kilometers, . 
tho village is big by standards of Garo ■Hills, In my field-study, 

I noticed that most familios uith a 3-generation depth had 7 
to 10 members. In smaller familial units, the members uere 3, . 

At an average of 5 members per family, the current population 
would numbor 360, The density of population par square kilo- ' 
meter stands at 9, Unlike other new Garo villages, or 30—40 
year old villages, Rongsanggri is at least 150 years old, ; TJl'p 
old nokma, a great grand f.3:th8r said that 3 earlier generptions 
had occupied the site. The prestige of his office was symbolised 
by his elaborate residence uhich uas typically Garo and. n ear uhi ch 
stood a nokpante or a bachelor’s house, where Garo youth met ..and 
lived with their peer-group. 


*GH0ICE OF UUIVERSE i ’ • ' ^ 

Rengsanggri village, ' a stabl s settlement, uas chosen as 
the universe as it is ’a stabl c Garo settlement, is a stronghold 
of Garo culture inspite of exposure to Christian influences and 
is near the urban centre and district head quarters - Tura, 
near Rongram, the market-place , and also the C.D. Block head- 
quarters. 
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Some relev/ant chronological dates ? 

1. Setting up of Garrouana (Garo Hills) as a 1866 

s'epa'irat-e' asministrati'Ve unit, 

2i . . Setting up pf present, headnuarters at Tura : 1867 

3*.. , .f-laking Garo ,, Hills a deregulationised district 1869 
and defining of Garo Hills District 

4* Garo Hills Regulation 1882 

5. Starting of the C.D. Block 1958 

6, First plying of a vehicle 1966 

7. Coming of Christianity 1968 

8, Formation of sub-state of Meghalaya 1970 


9, (i) rieghal ay a becomes a state § ' 1972 

(ii) : Tura . becomes a toun -1. ■ ^ 

10, (i) First plying of State-ouned transport. : 

(ii)Building of the main village road by P.U.D. 

(iii) Occupation of the 7th Gittim or territorial 

unit in the village ■. 

(iv) Building of the Baptist Chruch 1974 

PHYSICAL FEATURES OF THE UILLMGE V 

This riverius village, intersected by a number of rivulets 
in the valley, is spread over nearly 40 kilometers," The hills, 
covered with a thick jungle, undulate betueen an approximate 
■attitude of 1,000 to 1, 300 f set, ' The broun patches and burnt 
stumps on some slopes testify to ’jhuming ’. Sacrificial emblems 
- memorial posts and houses,' and altars for offering sacrifices 
to deities appeased during sickness are part of ttie residential 
portion of the village landscape. Supernatural beings faslde 
in the jungle near a tree stream or waterfall. 
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The villagers said that this year, the :jhuming land i, 0 . 
land cleared and cultivated at the foot-hills .and the slope was 
less than the un-cultivated forest and jungle. Fallow land was 
negligible and the residential area much lesser than the jhuming 
land. An all-ueather road divided the village into tuo main ' 
portions. Besides 2 main entrances, the other 5 or 6 village 
entrances uere by little paths constructed with the Block Funds, 

SETTLEMENT PATTERN OF RENG5ANGGRI 

A description of the 7 gittirsis is helpful in the study of 
SSP, a :uillage uith flexible boundaries. The practice of ’jhuming 
and expansion of the residential^ areas enabj.e 3n approximate 
pattern of the settlement pattern of 7 gittims. Details descri- 
bed, below include those about the central growth, the elite. area, 
the vill.age outskirts, places of rural corporate life, the buil- 
ding of the first church, tho impact of urbanisation, migration', 
industralisation and the use of technology. • 

. Rengsang, the oldest and largest gittim is named after 
the rivulet. ProGeeding from the Rongram market square towards 
the 'couth, one keed its extention to the entire left of tho road 
and on the right aro situated six gittims, much smaller in size. 

It has-. 26 duelling units. The elite units include the house of 

‘ :1 ■ ’ 

the senior village chief," and the . Fnokpante ' - the bachelor’s, 
dormitory symbolising Garo cult ure, like . the Lyngdoh^s house 

See sketch of village at ' Annexure-2, , 
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in Nongkrem 'A *. The old chief fold me that his house stood on 
■the original site on' which Uangala, the haruest festival was 
celebrated. The nokpante had been built a neu 4 years ago and 
the chi-sf said that the non-christian Garo or 'Sgngsarek-' * youth 
made increasing use of it for residential and other purposes. 

This big dormitory is on platforms higher-than other houssB, 
Burling'^^ states that the main post in the dormitory may be 
cPrved or coloured and subjects of ornamentation include human 
beings, tigers and other animals. But in the neu _baphslpr.'s. ■ 
housej the accent is more on functionality than, aesthetics. 

Here, a cement base for taps lay unused. At the other end of.,, 

' this gittim, a feu tin' sheds, 

'■ -The Garos neithor prefer nor avoid any particular direction 

for entrance to 'the house. But in the early uindous for houses 

at first. The house of the senior chief had .no .uindous uhereas thr 

in- house bf his Christian son-in-lau, the heir“apparBnt, there 

ucre uindous as in other houses built on levelled, land, imitating 

the pattern of the plains tribals. These houses had latticed 

openings. The Garo belief uas that evil -spirits . may enter 
13 . 

through uindous but the present explanation uas .that the winds 
and rains were strong. The holding of a feast for the privilege 
pf a win dbu- or a door mentioned by Playfftir'^'^ uas not mentioned, 

* The elders Garos c.all.ed themselves Songsarek to distinguish 
themselves from the Christian kin. 

are constructed in 1 97.7. .by. .’-tb-e- A-to-mic ESargy Tbmmis sion, Pipe.s 
provide uater for this area and a gen erater- provides ‘-■ 

electricity, 
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. The chief’s house, „a symbol of authority, prestige and 
wealth is also the unit of primary production and consumption'^^ 
liko other affluent households. One’s daily activities from 
uork in the fields, to eating and sleeping are generally carried 
on there. The primary difference between the houses of these 
prestigious families and the non-poor ones is the allotment of 
space for the 7 to S household functions. In affluent house 
simple shacks are constructed for /ijafious functions such as 
storing grain, field-houses, uoad-sheds, stocking vegetables '^and 
bthef land produce, and .keeping livesto ck, and these are simple 
structures,. . , . - , .. . 

The typical Gar,o house 'built on piles of posts -and if 
possible on a steep incline, has walls made of matting and the 
roof is of stBw or bamboo leaves. Houses of the chief and other 
affluent Garos. have cane roofs, A few families have field houses 
near paddy lands bordering the read. Houses of Sohgsareks are 
d'^rk and gloomy whereas Christian houses are better planned, 
windows enabling both light and air to the occupaints. Houses 
are divided into .three principal parts. The. main living occupy- 
ing 2/3 of the house with no partitions to but divide only well- 
defined areas. At the foot of the central part, nearest the 
door, is the abode of spirits where sacrifice is performed for 
propitiation and offerings are made. At the next post in the 
centre of the house, the liquor pot is kept the earth. is laid 
on a bed of plantain stems on the bamboo floor, "56 As the 
chimney is absent, the smoke escape only, through the projection 
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of the roof, A platform of bamboo mattinp; supported by pots 
stands over the fireplace and holds cooking pots and household 
utensils of earth, bamboo ,and,. dry gourds, as also dried, . 
vegetables and fruits, Neals are taken beyond the fireplace and 
unmarried women slept there. The small room, often partitioned 
off for this purpose, A few affluent houses had dry latrines, 
Uashing of utensils or clothes and bathing was generally . done 
near the rivulets, , ; ^ , 

Inspite of the visiting pattern of the Caros,, uheths£ dur- 
ing festivals for errands or for casual gossip, the social boundary 
between one household and another is district, Nost houses are 
in the central part of the village but the current simultaneous 
expansion is at the edge or outskirts because of wet cultivation 
technique for p'addy. In the songs and dances by the chdrnsc 
cel ebrating the’ building of a new house, words meaning ’tying ’ 
or binding’ are repititive. These are Caro exhortations to 
the spirit binding firmly component narts of the house and 
consolidating the buil ders ' wo rk. The , villag ers participate in 
building structures meant for duelling, purposes but six or seven 
years ago, labourers demanded payment for building other 
structures. The space surrounding houses of the poor is barely 
100 feet. Smaller gittims house 3 or 4 families. The forest 
or tree-top houses are almost non-existent as the menance.of 
attacks by elephant herds has been reduced. 




jr,. 
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Gittims II and III hays nearly 7 Christian houses and with 
Gittim I account for the 20 per cent Christian population of the 
uillagc. The Nokma 's hoir has an impressive house nearer the 
road and the'planning is better. An erected stone uall is built 
to construct a neu kitchen and duelling unit. The house has 
steps of concrete and doors and uindous, like a couple of other 
houses, are painted groon, A little auay stands the house of a 
Christian matrikin, a smaller unit but equally uell-planned and 
uith tin roof and painted uindous, I visited the Baptist 
Church in 1974 and some families tol d me about their plans to 
be converts, Songsareks said they asso dated ' Christianity uith 
temperance, literacy and education, and better a style of life- ■ 
Christians did not observe early Garo rituals and ceremonies. 

But they did desert a feu, houses uhere deaths by accident or 
disease had occuried, SSP therefore shoued promise in e villago 
uhere only a small portion are unit had electricity, a shceme 
for uater supply or a dispensary. 

Because of many springs and rivulets, the soil uas 
favourable for grouing fruits and vegetables, paddy and millet, 
Cous Uere kept by same, pigs by feu families, and goats by a 
family or two, A stream surrounding Gittim II joined the mai n 
stream parallel to the road dividing the village into tuo 
porti'ons. Land, uas in plenty but-'t'he problem of accommodating 
more people in future uas being discussed. Use of neu material 
uas sparse and, no vertical use of space uas used as in ' Nongkrofn, 
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TECHNOLOGICAL Ii^PROl/ ErCNT , 

The village has 2 cement concrete bridges and a numbers of 
uooden cridges of planfeSy stumps and bamboos. The main road has 
improved co'mmunication. As communications promised more openings, 
many grooms from other villages sought brides from Rengsanggri 
as they inherited land, . The tendency uas to settle in the 
village. In Nongkrem improvement in. communication resulted in 
the decline in the number of migraf^ts from the village; in 
Rengsanggri it acted as a force to drau more people, Uater 
supply came in 1968 and was by pipos, hoses or taps in 2 or 3 
houses, but no uster tanks were built, A cement concrete uell 
uas unused, 'Dhuming * still dominated the agricultural style 
inspite of acceptance of some improved agricultural techniques 
since opening of the Block, Neu crops uere also groun. The 
small norm of the family uas unacceptable. Over a dozen births 
uere ceported annually, 

PRESENT VILLAGE ECONOrWi . 

The main sources of livelihood for most occupants of 
Rengsanggri are agriculture and keeping of livestock. The 
major portion of economy is if a subsistent type. In 1972, 
ginger substituted cotton as it is more profitable and the soil 
became loss suitable for cultivation , of cotton. Pineapple is 
also cultivated on a large scale. In the annual multi-crop 
pattern, paddy, millet, vegetable, andr. fruit are ready for 
consumption and the surplus is sold for. the individual crop, 




the pattern may be of a bi—crop or mono-crop pattern. Agricul- 
ture-, is na.ture-fca i. e. :Mby rain and’ ■-streams. Ribher households 
numbering . a bout 10 quoted an income fff’-Rs. 6,000 to 7,000- a 
year, ;T.he, non— poor families,- 42 in number, quoted Rs. '-2,00Q 
to 6,000 as. the annual income and the poorer families numbering 
about 15 earned Rs. 6,00' to 'Rs* 1, 000 per year. Food, clothing 
and shelter wore available to every one but cash income uas 
-■-smaller than in . Nongkrem uhere economy uas more progressive and 
surplus. Illiteracy .and a conservative outlook maned the 
progress in Nongkrem although there upre'potentialities. The 
■iriTpaet of the Block is mainly in agriculture and communication. 
Urbanisation and industrialisation made little impact. No 
village pun-ed any transport vehicle, and the style .of -:.constructian 
uas basically local, A slight change uas noticeable, ;. Grouth 
of the SSP Ljas horizontal, .and there -uere 5 formal institutions 
in the village - the Church, the. louer primary school the • 

Atomic Energy Department’s complex, the nokpante, and the 
Christian boardinu house. 

C HAN G E IN T H C CO N G EP T . Q F S H EL T E R AN D S ET T L Ei'l EN T . 

. : . Less -change Is ' Vi si ble in the S'SP in Rengsanggri than 
in Nongkrem and is presepted bolou from three perspectives: 

( a) F un ctional-T echni cal 

There are 72 houses for a population of about 360 consis- 
ting of tuo clans, an increase of 12 houses since 1956 when 



Burling rnantions 60 households. Around I960, the two Garo 
famili js accepted Baptisro. The current r umber is 7. Adherance 
of Christian Gaios to matritineal iniieritance, clan exogamy 
and the. four patterns of marriage mentioned earlier have left 
the villago relatiuoly unaffected. A neu aspect of grouth is 
the necessity for more houses near the paddy fields brought 
increasingly under uet cultiwation, and more grooms from outside 
choosing brides from Rengsanggri and setting uith them in the 
village. Independent units for neu couples were part of the 
.earlier Garo system and in only tuo homesteads uitb married heir- 
couples stayed in one common unit and shared a common hearth, 

■Some relatively neu Garo houses built on a level uith 
th.e ground, have latticed openings, reflect influence of the 
plains tribals. Apart from the building of houses stilts, the 
making of more doors and uindous, the building of concrete steps 
and the use of Corrugated Iron, sheets in some houses, there is 
little functional or technical channe. But, the neat and 
regular Christian houses, the garden and other planned use of 
space, .while rotaining the earlier Garc pattern and technique, 
reflects a meeting point of the functional-technical, symbolic 
and acculturative processes. Tuo Christian houses had compost 
pits and bamboo stands for drying clothes, ' Gates and fences’ 
are neu additions and the disoG:u:ni;inuing' of participation in 
festivals as Uangala and of propitiation of deities effaces the 
need for construction of sa'cri-Ticial emblems- among Christians 
and among Songsareks, In tuo Christian houses, houever there 
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uerG preparati.ons for sacrificial offerings for sick occupants of 
ths liguse* flost houses do not have separate places-for bathing 
or cv cnMiashing. clothes and utiansils, A feu houses had pit- 
latrines. In Christian houses there uere pictures of Christ and 
of Western cities and of actresses also, ■. 

' I mprov eraen t in communication, the C.D. Block schemes and 
ChristEinity have effected changes minor in the SSP, In the 
3imple.:.life-stylo the village, the difference betueen the 
rich and poor families is not glaring. - 

( b) Symbolic .... 

Subtle changes occurring in Rengsanggri suggest that the 
economy has received slight impetus. The 2Dfa Christian Caros 
of Rengsanggri were accepted as leaders by the Songsareks and 
at present mere families uere accepting Christianity. The 
church is a symbol of neu influences Christians discontinued 
rituals of incantation during occupation of tho neu house, 
drinking and participation in festiv.alSi, The neuly constructed 
boarding house, a revived of the '.nokpant.e' culture is again 
■symbolic of the meeting point of the functional-technical, 
symbolic and acculturative. ■ 

. Grouth is at a slower pace and the- quantity lesser. The 

SSP leaves scope for b&tterfnent. The tie to the village is deep 

and the linkage is mare to natural objects than the clan, ( 

For instance, the bridge' is named after rivulet Uakah and certain 

gittims viz, Rengsang ar'e narried after the rivulet. Vlst other 

gittims are named after natural objects, as rivulets or hillocks. 
The kyntoits in Nongkrem are named after the origisal clans. 



32 


( c) . AcculturativeS 

The influence of cnristianity is visible in the building 
of the churoh and the improved* concept of having of the Garo 
Christian. Urbanisation leaves its, imprint in the increasingly 
monetised economy and preference for cash orops. Schools and 
administrative unitss the, occupation of neu gittims, building 
0 f roads . an d bri dg esj improved agriculural practices in a village 
that uas ’ j hum-min ded ’ reflect on the gradual acculturative 
processes in the SSP of Rengsanggri, Christians and Songsareks 
marry but the social organisation, residence pattern and inh9ri*» . 
tance of property remain undisturbed and there, is equitable . 
distribution of property. This is so, although the village is 
situated near the Rongram market and the C, D. Block uhere buildings 
are similar to Khasi buildings after the earthquake of 1097, a 
pattern called the .ftssam; type although advised by 3apanese 
experts, lilatch houses arc no,t , required since menace of uild 
elephants is under control, With increasing opening of jungles 
to industry and. cul tivation, neu , fiel d houi’^s uill be required. 

The lou level of literacy and poor education restrict the cash 
income by uay of labour or trade to a small amount. As formal 
institutions are only four, unlike Nongkrem, grouth in Rengsanggri 
is in an embryonic stage. The village is hear static inspitos- 
of the initiation in change through agencies as the C.D. Block 
and Baptist Mission. Tuo years ago, church services were 
stopped and there uas, no ' conversion. But recently, there is 
a slight increase in the ■'rate of conversion, The 'rurban' 
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contour in Rengsanggri is mors rural than urban in the sectors 
of .Bcunomy , i^ducation 'and iitoracy , In Nongkrem, the urban 
contour is more prominent. 


PART lU; CONCLUSION ■ 

The present crisis in universes 1 ah d 2 may be summed 
up as a crisis of growth and an identity that is changing or 
needs change as cvidGnt in the change in economy ,■ literacy , 
oducation etc, as reflected in the growth of the village. In 
Nongkrem it led to the smergence of a feu elite families 
enjoying wealth and oppo-rtunities for education,: The' struggle 
for power was visible, -challenging the earlier egalitarian 
order and the soarch is one of a village with more segments in 
it than before. In Rengsanggri, change seems .imp erative an d a 
new and wider identity is necessitated as segments are minirtiaL 
on the criteria of wealth of education, • 

In both cases, the crisis is moral universe 1 reflects a 
divided and awakened idently needing maturity for growth whereas 
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Tha change in correlates is placed belouS- 





Khasi , Hills 
(Nongkrem) ■ 

Caro HillSr . 

. ( Rengsanggri ) 

Lev el 

1S 

1, Shelter and 
s ettl ement 
pattern 

Major Variation 

Minor Variation 

L ev el 

2*. 

2, Natural 
environment 





(a) Man; Nature 

(b) PiansSupcjr- 

natural ■ 

Major Variation 
Ma j 0 r V aria ti on 

M i n 0 r V a r i at i o n 

Minor Variation 



■, ( c) Man: T echncl ogy 

Major Variation 

Minor Variation 

t QVbl 

3; 

i3. Symbolic Nature 

Minor Variation 

; Minor Variation 


or .Culture ’ . 

Nongkrem is changing fast an compa risen to Re'ngSe‘-rgri 
uHich is more cons eruatiue in outlook. - ■■ ■ 

In the case of ■Nongkrem,' leuels t and 2 'haue changed 
more than level 3. ' The' finding is that onang'e in' the‘ natural 
enVironEment has been a ' more potent factor than ■'sy ffl-faol id change 
in effecting a major 'change in 'Che SSP, 

■ ,: ,r , In the case of Rengsanggri, ali the 3 levels, taue 

seen more or less similar changes. ,■ The relative isolation of 
the highlander explains his in-groupneSs and cpnservs.tis.m that 
led to the retention of his symbolic system. Hence a change 
in level 3 i.e. man’s symbolic system or culture is likely to 
bring about a change in the SSP as it has among the Khasis 
of Meghalaya. 

■¥: -Ari^ "X' 7\' ~Ar "X" ^ ^ yt “jif 'X' -X" -X* 'X' 



35 


R E F E 

1 

6 

3 

2, 4&5 

3 

7--9&13 

14-16 

A B B R 

SSP 

CD 

SFDA 

Cl 


R E N C E S 


GOWERNFiENT OF FEGHALAYA 1971 - District Census Handbook. 
United Khasi and Oaintia Hills District , Shillong, 
Gouernment of Meghalaya. 

GOUERNMENT CF MEGHALAYA 1971 - District Census Handbook . 
Garo Hills District . Shillong, Government of Meghalaya, 

ROMGRAM DEUELOPMEMT BLOCK 1971 - List of Willages uith 
Population Accordino to 1971 Census under Ronoram 
Devolopment Block . Mimeographed, 

NATARA3AN, NALINI, 1971 - The Missionary Among the 
Khasjs . Meu Delhi, Sterling Publishers Pvt. Ltd,, 
p.S,p>,o2. 

LYNGDOH R. 3.(Ed, ), 1978 - Souvenir published at t he 
Investiture Ceremony of Dr. Balajied Sjnoh Syiem of 
Hima Khyrim on August 26, 1978, " ’Kamala Art Press, 
Shillong, p.13, p.25. 

BURLING ROBINS 1963, Renosanoori? Family and Kinship 
in a Garo UillaQa . University of Pennsylvania Press, 
Philadelphia, p.24, p.312, p. 332, p. 213, p.38, p,50. 

PLAYFAIR, A. 1975, The Garos (Reprint), Gauhati, p, 36. 


******************* 


E y I A T I 0 N 3 S 


- Shelter and Settlement Pattern, 

- Community Development 

- Small Farmer’s Development Agency 

- Corrugated Iron 

- Public Uorks Department, 


PUD 











